
Attracting & retaining talent in  
a post-pandemic world:

Is your employee 
value proposition 
still relevant? 

We are in the midst of a workplace revolution. The 
pandemic has altered almost all aspects of the 
employee experience, changing everything from 
where people work to how they interact with clients, 
colleagues, and customers. Now there are strong 
signs that employees’ core expectations about work 
are changing. In recent months, an unprecedented 
number of employees have quit their jobs in search 
of opportunities that are safer, saner, and more 
sustainable. 

Considering the size and scope of these changes, 
now is a critical time to determine if your employee 
value proposition (EVP) is still compelling and if your 
total rewards strategy is aligned with the current and 
future needs of your workforce.

The evolving employee contract  
All EVPs and talent reward strategies are based on 
an implicit psychological contract that defines the 
relationship between employer and employee. For 
much of the 20th century, the loyalty contract was 
common. Compensation systems and EVPs were 

based largely on extrinsic motivators and financial 
incentives. Organizations provided pay, benefits, and 
job security in exchange for a lifetime of commitment 
from employees.  

By the start of the 21st century, the limitations of 
this approach were apparent. A growing body of 
research—including our own—shows that while pay 
and benefits are important, employees also want jobs 
that are intrinsically motivating and provide a sense of 
meaning and purpose, community and camaraderie, 
and growth and development. This research led to 
the emergence of the engagement contract. Over 
the past two decades, many organizations started 
focusing on their employees’ psychological needs 
by providing compelling jobs and meaningful work 
experiences.

Engagement will continue to be important in the 
future. But it will not be enough to attract and retain 
top talent in a post-pandemic world. This is because 
the pandemic has reset employee values. A decade 
ago, work-centrality—the relative importance that 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/jolts.t04.htm
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0001879118300769
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/277673774_Psychological_Contracts_in_the_Workplace_Understanding_the_Ties_That_Motivate
http://www.sciepub.com/reference/18000
http://www.sciepub.com/reference/18000
https://www.mercer.us/our-thinking/career/preparing-for-the-future-of-work-evaluating-the-effectiveness-your-employee-value-proposition.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316006030_Work_centrality_and_its_relationship_to_work_life_balance
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Employee contract 

Loyalty contract 
(20th century) 

Engagement contract 
(Pre-pandemic) 

Lifestyle contract 
(The new chapter) 

Basic needs:  
Pay, Benefits, Security

Retention

Pay and benefits in exchange 
for commitment

Psychological needs: 
Achievement, Camaraderie, 
Equity

Contribution

Intrinsic rewards in exchange 
for effort

Well-being needs: 
Physical, Mental, Emotional, 
Financial

Sustainability

Healthy experiences in 
exchange for sustainable 
performance

people place on their work—was high. Stable jobs, 
good bosses, and promising careers were all coveted 
signs of success. 

But now, after two years of lockdowns and layoffs, 
remote work and virtual meetings, and widespread 
illness and anxiety, many people have a different 
outlook on life. In one of our latest studies, we found 

that employees were significantly more concerned 
about their physical health, their work-life balance, 
and their emotional well-being than their job security, 
their boss, or their professional development. 
These findings reflect a trend we are seeing across 
organizations. Employees are looking for a new deal—
one that promotes their health, fosters their well-
being, and supports their lifestyle.

Is your EVP future-proof? 
From a talent management perspective, the 
implications of this research are clear. If work-
centrality is declining, core values are shifting, 
and a new employee contract is emerging, then 
organizations need to determine if their EVPs, rewards 
strategies, and benefits packages are still relevant in a 
post-pandemic world. Here are four steps to evaluate 
the current appeal of your EVP and identify the future 
needs of your workforce.

Explore experiences: During disruptive times like 
these, it is important to learn about the personal 
experiences of your employees. One of the best 
ways to do this effectively—particularly with remote 
employees—is to conduct online focus groups. 
Across various studies we have conducted during 
the pandemic, many of the most powerful and 

unexpected insights have come from asking open-
ended questions, allowing employees to share their 
thoughts, and using advanced qualitative methods 
like natural language processing to develop a rich 
description of what employees are experiencing. 

Identify unmet needs: For an EVP to be effective, 
it must meet the core needs of your workforce. 
Otherwise, employees will become distracted, 
distressed, and start looking for jobs elsewhere. 
When evaluating the critical needs of your workforce, 
it is important to take a whole-person perspective, 
considering the wide range of life concerns that 
employees carry with them inside and outside of 
work. We use a holistic needs assessment to help 
employees identify their most pressing concerns in 
four critical life domains: their work life, their personal 
life, their financial life, and their health and well-being. 

https://www.mercer.us/our-thinking/career/inside-employees-minds-report.html
https://towardsdatascience.com/introduction-to-natural-language-processing-for-text-df845750fb63?gi=84a8399d72ea
https://www.mercer.us/our-thinking/career/align-the-needs-of-your-people-to-your-total-rewards.html
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Then, using various statistical techniques, 
we develop evidence-based insights about 
what employees need now and in the future. 

Evaluate trade-offs: In an ideal world, 
organizations would be able to meet every 
need of every employee. But practically 
speaking, organizations must make trade-
offs and design rewards packages that are 
realistic and cost-effective. Conjoint research 
is one of the most effective ways to identify 
these tradeoffs. When we conduct a conjoint 
study, we start by asking our clients to 
identify the specific EVP elements they are 
considering offering to their employees. We 
then take those elements and arrange them 
in a series of balanced design comparison 
sets, usually consisting of three or four 
elements. Research participants are then 
asked to select which they value the most 
and the least. 

The resulting analysis generates a rank-
ordered score for each element, reflecting 
the value that employees place on each 
EVP offering. If your organization is seeking 
clarity on how best to invest in your people, 
this is the information you need to make 
evidence-based choices. 

Mercer will help 
to understand 
what is most 
concerning to the 
workforce in and 
outside of work.

Personal debt

Child care / elder care

Personal fulfilment & purpose

Work commute

Job security

Boss / manager

Personal safety

Personal relationship

Being able to retire

Physical health & fitness

Career advancement / development

Mental / emotional health

Work load / life balance

Covering monthly expenses

Pace of life / free time

Tuition / education

Biggest concern

Least concern

 Non-rewards	  Rewards

Below is a list of concerns that may worry you 
daily and potentially keep you up at night.
Considering only the list below, which is the 
Biggest Worry and which is your Smallest Worry?

Biggest 
concern

Smallest 
concern

Being able to retire

Personal debt

Pace of life / free time

Physical health & fitness

Child care / elder care
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Profile preference patterns: The days of one-size-
fits-all employment contracts are quickly becoming 
outdated.  More and more people want to tailor their 
own work experiences and establish idiosyncratic 
employment arrangements – or personalized 
deals – with their employers. The pandemic has 
accelerated this trend, raising a range of challenges 
that vary based on employees’ career stage, their 
personal lives, and their future aspirations.  As you 
redesign your EVP, it is critical to determine the 
extent to which employee preferences differ across 
employee populations. We use a set of research 
techniques, including cluster analysis, profile analysis, 
and personas, to identify preference patterns and 

determine the extent to which EVP offerings need 
to flex to meet the needs of a particular workforce 
segment. Based on our research, we find that 
employees’ work-related needs and desires vary 
based on their gender, their generation, their job 
level, and their caregiving status.      

No one knows exactly what work will look like once 
this pandemic has passed. But one thing is certain: 
the war for talent will continue. Now is an important 
time to talk with your employees, evaluate your total 
rewards strategy, and start designing an EVP for the 
new shape of work.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/356438549_Ticket_to_Ride_I-deals_as_a_Strategic_HR_Tool_for_an_Employable_Work_Force
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/356438549_Ticket_to_Ride_I-deals_as_a_Strategic_HR_Tool_for_an_Employable_Work_Force
https://www.mercer.com/our-thinking/career/the-new-shape-of-work-covid-19.html

